This paper is an attempt to portray the plight of Mariam that she undergoes due to her illegitimate social status. The study focuses on the critical societal attitude towards the illegitimate unfortunate women. Mariam begins her life with a "harami" status; continues her struggle for personal identity, suffer and endures as a battered woman and leave this world as a woman of consequences by digging herself out of the lower social status that society attached to her. The study analyzes Mariam's endurance, struggles and resistance in her strenuous journey to attain legitimate ending. The researcher used feminist literary criticism to interpret the text as a research methodology and adopted close textual analysis of the text by Khaled Hosseini, A Thousand Splendid Suns.
Introduction
Khaled Hosseini's (Note 1) A Thousand Splendid Suns is an account of female oppression and marginalization. It ventures realistically the predicament of Afghan women in a patriarchal social setup with the subsequent sadistic conducts, discriminations and injustices. It pictures how men ascertain their masculine authority and hence accomplish their needs by physically and mentally exploiting women. On the other hand, it movingly portrays how women tolerate such inhumane treatment ratified upon them.
The novel unveils the dark face of a patriarchal country through the impediments faced by the "harami" (Note 2) (illegitimate) woman. In an Afghan patriarchal setup, men enjoy complete authority over women, whether it is their wife or a stranger on the street, a woman must comply with every order put to her. And if they do not obey their orders, they can go through beatings, murder, and humiliation. Mariam and Laila, the two female protagonists of the novel, suffer continuous victimization and oppression because they want to provide a better life for the children. Aziza and Zalmai give Mariam and Laila the power to continue in a set-up that is not in their favour.
Women in Afghanistan have been facing gender discrimination for generations. Its severity over the years has gone unnoticed for it has become a norm of their culture and society. Through the character of Mariam the writer raises the issue of feminism and gender inequality. This paper aims to explore the long journey of endurance and resistance against oppression and loss of identity of Mariam. Being an illegitimate daughter of a wealthy man, Jalil, Mariam suffers oppression and victimization throughout her life. She experiences conflicts, hurdles and challenges when she tries to fit into the society's tasks and search for her personal identity and recognition at the same time.
Mariam is an unwanted child of an affluent entrepreneur Jalil. She is presented as a subaltern, (Note 3) an inferior woman in social, political and economic hierarchies. She belongs to a lower social class of women and is deprived of the opportunities to get some control over her life through education, and so, she is damned to a submissive, substandard life without choices. Her mother tells her from the very beginning that: "There is only one skill a woman like you and me need in life, and they don't teach it in school… And it's this: tahamul. Endure" (p. 17). Being a member of the lower social class she learns to endure passively and agrees to succumb to the patriarchal values. After realizing her oppression and degradation she decides to resist the male dominated world to claim her lost identity. Once a dull woman stripped of her womanliness and social rights because of her status as a "harami" child, Mariam becomes a class-breaking revolutionary woman who surmounts "illegitimate beginnings" to get a "legitimate end" (p. 329).
Illegitimate Beginning
Mariam's misfortune starts the day she is conceived by Nana. Mariam is described as an outcast and the reason of her mother's displeasure, disappointment, discontent and shame. The novel begins with an annoyance word, bitterly spoken in frustration by Nana, when Mariam shatters a precious heirloom. Nana seizes her by her hand, drags her close and angrily says: "This is my reward for everything I've endured. An heirloom-breaking, clumsy little harami" (p. 4).
Being an innocent kid, Mariam does not understand what this word harami-bastard means. She only takes it as her mother bitterness and dislike for her. Being a child she cannot defy the chauvinism, she is not able to see that it is the inventor of the harami who is responsible for the crime and not the harami, whose only fault is being born. Mariam becomes the victim of such harsh treatment since her childhood and it extends throughout her lifetime till she decides to resist against her violation. Later on Mariam comprehends that, …a harami was an unwanted thing; that she, Mariam, was an illegitimate person who would never have legitimate claim to the things other people had, things such as love, family, home, acceptance (p. 4).
Mariam, an illegitimate daughter of a lower class mother, is always banished from her desired freedom. For her, freedom is to go to school, to learn and to play. Her journey of hope ends when her embittered mother tries to squash: "What's the sense schooling girl like you? It's like shining the spittoon. And you'll learn nothing of value in those schools" (p. 17).
Jalil is the representative of the affluent men who cares about his status and outer show rather than his children. He leads his life without having any concern for his daughter. It is because of society's pessimistic attitude towards the illegitimate children that Jalil acts in this way. Hosseini's portrayal of these facts serves to show that in Afghan culture marriage is not associated with true love, but rather with feasibility. Marriage is only the compulsion and convention in patriarchy. He compelled Mariam to marry Rasheed, a man who is three times of her age. Her approval is just a formality.
Mariam's Journey as a Battered Wife
Rasheed belittles Mariam in every possible way and repeatedly reminds her of how she should not be. He claims that he wishes to protect his wife, but he intends to dominate and control her. Mariam lives in terror of Rashid's varying moods and his impulsive disposition that often ends in contempt, ridicule, violence, and beating. His viciousness is obvious from his violent behavior towards Mariam when he compels her to chew solid pebbles as a retribution for not cooking according to his taste: "He shoved two fingers into her mouth and pried it open, then forced the cold, hard pebbles into it, urged her to chew it" (p. 104). Through Mariam's adaptation to the hopes of her as a wife, Hosseini identifies the way society enlightens and directs behavior through gender. Rasheed earns only hatred from Mariam through such inhumane treatment and he does not recognize that when the tormenter excessively uses violence, the subjugated revolt against the dominant to defend the dear ones.
Mariam becomes an outcast again when she miscarries one child after another. The baby was a symbol of hope and a ray of light in her bleak living. But her inability to give birth to a child reduces her to the position of Rasheed's servant. He never tries to understand Mariam's agony for the child she lost. "Mariam grieved for this baby, this particular child, who had made her so happy for a while" (p. 93). She is grieved because with the death of the baby, she has lost her own hope of a happy life. Male dominance in Afghan Society is clearly exhibited in Rasheed's demeanor and ill-treatment of Mariam's abortions. His mood changes drastically. "With each disappointment (six other miscarriages), Rasheed had grown more remote and resentful. Now nothing she did pleased him" (p. 98).
The domestic friction turns to outright abuse and torture Mariam mentally and physically. Mariam silently bears the cruelties of her vicious husband because she lacks the courage to voice against the established norms set by the men. In a traditional Afghan society women's value has been judged by her fertility and her ability to bear male children. Azizah Al-Hibri, a Middle Eastern feminist theorist argues that having son means "immortality" because he is the source to carry on the family name and the role of women in the patriarchal society is that of an incubator (Note 4). Rasheed has central power over Mariam and Laila throughout their lives until they decide to resist his "patriarchal terrorism" (Note 5). They strictly must tolerate everything: his shifting moods, his discontent with their cooking, cleaning, abuse, insult and handling as if they are useless. He thinks of them as things not as human beings. Women are considered men's chattels. For instance, Rasheed, very insolently explained Laila that "A women's face is her husband's business only" (p. 48). This is a clear example of a male distressing a female that he is the possessor.
Mariam passively accepts her violation and succumbs to her sufferings instead of fighting it which fades the feminism in her. Mariam's tiring voyage from an illegitimate daughter to a desolate wife clearly depicts the miserable plight of women in a male chauvinist society. Being a "harami" society puts Mariam in the lowest social class and her barrenness penalized her role as a woman and puts her in the lowest class of women.
Mariam like her mother Nana appears to be an archetype who never in her life demands for her own sake rather sacrifices her desires for others. Because she has learnt from her mother that "endurance" is the only way of survival in the male oriented society. These lower class women are constantly tortured and deprived of fully realizing their capabilities. They lack the courage and strength to bluntly resist the standard norms of the society and are ragged between the conventional norms and their own emotions.
Mariam grows up believing that she is a futile "harami" and the society will never appreciate her. She, therefore, accepts and subdues herself to the life she is forced to live. She is convinced that it is her destiny and continues to endure the domination, oppression and victimization. She never objects or resists Rasheed's exploiting behavior. If he is distraught with her serving of food, she expresses regret for her fault. The cruel husband treated her like debris and she presents him all in return.
It wasn't easy tolerating him talking this way to her, to bear his scorn, his ridicule, his insults, his walking past her like she was nothing but a house cat. But after four years of marriage Mariam saw how much a woman could tolerate when she was afraid (p. 89). Mariam feels worthless once again and all her hopes of having a happy married life dashes to the ground. She regrets the sacrifices she made for the vicious and ungrateful husband. It is there when the readers understand her personal feelings concerning Rasheed and about her conjugal life. She starts questioning herself, "Had she been a deceitful wife? A complacent wife? A dishonorable woman" (p. 309)? She tries to find faults in herself. She wants to know the reason of her being so common and worthless. She wants to understand why she is so discreditable all her life. Mariam little femininity compels her to seek valid answer for her disgrace and the oppression she faces in her married life. She questions, What harmful things had she done to this man to warrant his malice, his continual assaults, and the relish with which he tormented her? Had she not given this man her youth? Had she ever justly deserved his meanness? (p. 309).
The above passage suggests that women can tolerate every brutality but cannot compromise on self-respect and dignity. Humiliation and disgrace transforms a passive woman like Mariam into an active feminist. She decides to resist the degrading attitude of Rasheed at her own risk as Foucault states that "there always remain the possibilities of resistance, disobedience and opposition" (as cited in Foucault, p. 11).
It is the common horror of Rasheed's unreasonable brutality that brings the two women, Mariam and Laila closer. On several occasions, Laila comes to save her from Rasheed's aggression and this helps to develop a bond between the two women. Hans Toch states in Violent Men (1969), "Violence, ironically, creates harmony among otherwise warring elements" (p. 33). The viciousness faced by Mariam and Laila, the commonality of their sufferings and experiences persuade them to get together in a common cause, that of dealing with the vicious husband. Through her beliefs of class equality she overcomes the social differences with the lower class Mariam.
And she encourages Mariam to resist against the continuous gender injustices they are facing. She knows they have the potential to struggle for their freedom and break the chains of the patriarchy. Laila is the representation of the women of Afghanistan who through their struggle against violence prove that they still have a spirit to challenge their discriminatory, biased and downtrodden image.
Mariam creates a strong bond of affection with Laila and her daughter and renovates herself into a prototype gallant mother and not even hesitates to kill her tyrant husband. She refuses to bear the burden of false indictments without any resistance. She realizes that mere subjugation and subservience without any protest, defense and resistance strengthen the tyrants to defeat humanity. It is this selfless love, satisfaction and delight which creates self confidence in Mariam and forces her to resist and defy openly against the oppression and victimization she is subjected to in the male chauvinist society. Through her spirited actions thereafter, Mariam proves that:
A woman is a being. She is not an appendage of man. A woman is not the other. She is not an addition to man. She is an autonomous being, capable of, through trial and error, finding her own way to salvation" (as cited in Ramamoorthy, p. 115).
Legitimate Ending
Mariam's decision to resist against the tyranny of her husband leads her towards the attainment of legitimate ending. Her daring step at the time when Rasheed hits and chokes Laila is inevitable. The commonality of their adverse experiences helps the development of a union to protect themselves against a common antagonist, their husband. In a male dominant Afghan society, coming together in a group is difficult for women but the understanding of at least these two women is representative of the determined and unyielding effort of women.
Rasheed becomes furious when he comes to know about Tariq's visits to Laila. He considers Mariam guilty and plans to hurt them both. He strikes both of them horribly and it is obvious from his intentions that he wants to take their life. Rasheed hits and chokes Laila, and in this critical time Mariam decides to resist:
And so Mariam raised the shovel high, raised it as high as she could, arching it so it touched the small of her back. She turned it so the sharp edge was vertical, and, as she did, it occurred to her that this was the first time that she was deciding the course of her own life (p. 311).
Mariam's eventual stroke against Rasheed that ends in his demise signifies that she has tolerated greatly. She needs to resist the cruel norms and Rasheed's viciousness. She wants to protect herself and others from the tyranny of a violent man. She takes an immense step and refuses to accept the power of society. Death emerges like the most credible decision to get away from the precarious assault of the Soviet Union, the tyrannical regime of the Taliban, or an offensive husband. Her whole life she tries to conform to Rasheed's ways, and suffers more than any woman should have to tolerate in a life. She does not allow the people to snatch anything from her and in the end she dies a hero.
By killing Rasheed, she takes herself out of the gender and class domination that she has faced throughout her life. Through her daring action she proves that the subjugated can rise up against the tormentor for protecting the dear ones by sacrificing her own life. Herbert Marcuse, in his essay entitled "Essay on Liberation" (1969) termed this inevitable killing act of Mariam as a certain degree of radical social change. He considers oppression, victimization and gender exploitation the main reasons for social upheavals which occur when one cannot tolerate domination and humiliation any longer. Marcuse says:
Freedom would become the environment of the organism which is no longer adaptable to the competitive performances required for well-being under domination, no longer capable of tolerating the aggressiveness, brutality, and ugliness of the established way of life (p. 236).
Mariam represents those women who endeavor hard to be conventional and abide by the roles that are specified by the society and their culture, but are unfortunately compelled to take the affairs into their own hands. For instance in Lady Oracle (Note 6) (1976), the female protagonist, Joan Foster, is initially introverted, cowardly and indecisive but finally she changes her mind. She rebels and resist against the male-dominated social order and gets an identity of a feminist author.
Mariam decides to stay and face the consequences of their murdering Rasheed. She surrenders her life for Laila and the children, and accepts her destiny. She is put to death by the Extremist. Since she commits an offense against patriarchy (Note 7) she must suffer a patriarchal ending. Socialist feminist Sheila Rowbotham says that once the governing state is busted the previously oppressed state must acknowledge the fundamental social change it has executed. In order to reveal the real identity, the socialist must let go of the tormenter's account of stress and "create their own way of seeing" (p. 281) Mariam's death suggests freedom of soul and body from the oppression and victimization that continue for years in the flimsy state of Afghanistan. In respect to the country, there cannot be liberation until the oppression ends, one escape or die. Mariam meditates:
She thought of her entry into this world, the harami child of a lowly villager, an unintended thing, a pitiable, regrettable accident… And yet she was leaving the world as a woman who had loved and been loved back. She was leaving it as a friend, a companion, a guardian. A mother. A person of consequence at last… This was a legitimate end to a life of illegitimate beginnings (p. 329).
Through feminist perspective, one can judge Mariam's murder of Rasheed as an act in which she digs herself out of the gender oppression that troubles her throughout her life. And after killing Rasheed, we see a transformed Mariam, resolute and full of confidence. She stays to face the consequences fearlessly. Once a dull woman stripped of her womanliness and social rights because of her status as a "harami" child, Mariam is now a class-breaking revolutionary woman who surmounts "illegitimate beginnings" to get a "legitimate end"(p. 329).
Mariam realizes in her concluding moment of life that the stain of "harami" that her mother has given her is not meant to persist with her; it has been removed. She enters into the world considering she signifies nothing, but she succeeds in changing the assumption and leave the world as something. Mariam sacrifices her precious life to bring peace, harmony and freedom in others' lives. "As she closes her eyes, it was not regret any longer but a sensation of abundant peace that washed over her" (p. 370). Mariam feels satisfied to turn into a "person of consequence," having cherished people in her life (p. 329).
The feeling of content overwhelms Mariam before she is put to death as she feels that her daring act brings change not only in Laila and Aziza's life but in her country Afghanistan. "She has chosen death so that Laila and the children, together with Tariq, can find a sanctuary where they will thrive in peace and security." (Cited in Stuhr, p. 62) . She endures as she is believed to, and once she endured a lot she acts upon this. "One could not count the moons that shimmer on her roofs or the thousand splendid suns that hide behind her walls" (p. 172).
Conclusion
The conclusion of the study attempts to give a concise overview of the whole discussion and concludes that A Thousand Splendid Suns is a façade of female resistance against oppression, victimization and loss of identity. It explores the story as a legitimate ending to an illegitimate beginning and Mariam's realization of self-identity and feminism. The study is an effort to unveil and emphasize some of the wickedness, and gender injustices that prevails in the patriarchal society in order to eradicate these social problems.
Mariam wields her strength to struggle against her tyrant husband Rasheed and resolve her own life by killing him to save Laila and Aziza: her only true love ideals. A Thousand Splendid Suns is a true representation of a patriarchal and imperialistic Afghan society, and describes the factors that have limited women's opportunities for a meaningful and evocative life. In the novel, it is women who suffer alone, have no chances for education, no fulfillment of desires, no freedom to speak, lack warmth and are obliged to suppress their basic needs. The novel truly reflects the philosophy of life and identification of Afghan women.
In A Thousand Splendid Suns, the dreadful influence of patriarchy is efficiently revealed through the presentation of Mariam's life. She becomes the victim of the viciousness of the political and social canon of the Afghan society and her only fault is that she is simply a woman. What is really tragic about Mariam is her illegitimate birth due to which she tolerates the unsympathetic society throughout her life. What Khaled Hosseini depicts in the novel is very critical not only for the women folk in Afghanistan but also for humanity at large. Women in Afghan society is really struggling and fighting for their survival and existence of being born women.
The study aims to motivate women into developing the resistance and strength which lies within them to fight for their happiness just like the strength that has been displayed by Mariam in the novel. The violence and oppression she endures is not something which has to be moaned only, but it is something to be confronted and fought back. Mariam's efforts and resistance against subjugation and discrimination determines active feminism on her part.
